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n 1 August 2018, concerned citizens in Namibia took part in the #TotalShutdown1, a protest
against gender-based and intimate partner violence. Together with activists in Botswana, South
Africa and Lesotho, people took to the streets to say “no more” to the violence faced by women
and gender nonconforming people.2
This protest is one of many that have taken place in Namibia over the years. These types of protests
are often tied to dates on which gender inequality comes to the fore, such as International Women’s
Day, which is recognised on 10 December in Namibia. However, on other occasions, they coincide with
particularly horrifying events that grab the public’s attention. This was the case with the late Alina Kakehongo, a 24 year old woman who was shot by her ex-partner at her place of work and later died from
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gunshot wounds on the way to the hospital on the 25th July 2018.3 Kakehongo’s case, unfortunately, is
not singular. According to the UN Women Global Database on Violence Against Women, 25% of women
in Namibia between the ages of 15 and 49 reported having experienced intimate partner violence at least
once.4 These kinds of violences are one of many manifestations of gender inequality5 in the country.
In the face of the violence faced by women and gender nonconforming people, there are numerous
organisations and institutions that provide a variety of resources, ranging from legal protections to counselling services to awareness-raising. Despite the work already being done, incidences of gender based
violence appear to be on the rise. The goal of this report is to paint a picture of the gender based violence
landscape in Namibia, including the many provisions in place to protect the most vulnerable, and the
bottlenecks that prevent relevant policies from working as effectively as they could. Furthermore, the
report explores some of the complexities around active awareness-raising, both within and outside of
government structures.
Over the years, society has come to understand violence against women as being different from other
forms of violence. The incidence of gender-based violence (GBV) - as this form of violence has come to
be known - is significantly affected by sociocultural factors that perpetuate certain beliefs about women
and the ‘correct’ gender dynamics.67

[GBV stats in Namibia]
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Source: Namibia Demographic and Health Survey 2006-2007

Defining GBV
As ideas about gender have evolved, so too have definitions of GBV. And because policies are ultimately
determined by a country’s ‘approved’ definition of GBV, definitions that are problematic or exclusionary are
likely to generate policies that have a limited impact for those who are left out.
In 1993, the United Nations (UN) offered the first official definition of GBV as: “any act… that results in,
or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats
of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivations of liberty, whether occurring in public or private life”8. By
emphasising that the violence was motivated by gender, this definition implicitly recognised that gender
discrimination stems from existing gender inequality. It also implicitly captured the fact that women and girls
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are statistically likely to experience this type of violence. However, by specifying that GBV refers to harm experienced by women, this definition excludes the experiences of men and gender nonconforming people.
Other definitions, such as one from international health expert Shelah Bloom defines GBV as a term that
“capture[s] violence that occurs as a result of the normative role expectations associated with each gender, along with the unequal power relationships between the two genders, within the context of a specific
society”.9 While this definition does make space for men who experience GBV, gender nonconforming
people are once again excluded.
“The primary targets of GBV are women and adolescent girls, but not only are they at high risk
of GBV, they also suffer exacerbated consequences as compared with what men endure.”10
Understanding GBV as multifaceted means that gender based violence, as a term, encompasses more
than incidences of domestic and sexual violence: forced marriage of young girls, human trafficking,
female genital mutilation, female infanticide, male rape, violence directed at LGBT11 individuals, verbal
abuse, and laws and regulations that limit the rights and access to services of women and girls, are all
forms of GBV. Broadening the definition of GBV is crucial, as it widens the scope of interrogation, both
when it comes to understanding determining factors and when planning interventions.

GBV’s impact
The impacts of GBV are many and complicated. Of course, the survivor of the violence suffers the
trauma and indignity of the event, and whatever physical injury that might result. GBV can also result
in death, such as in instances of intimate partner femicide. While there are resources available to help
those who have experienced violence, gender discrimination towards women and their resulting lower
socio-economic status mean that women have fewer options and resources at their disposal to avoid
or escape abusive situations and to seek justice. They also suffer consequences to their sexual and
reproductive health, including forced and unwanted pregnancies, unsafe abortions and resulting deaths,
traumatic fistula, and higher risks of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and HIV.
The LGBTQIA community is further limited by a distinct lack of legal support. While homosexuality is
not officially criminalised in the country, and the human rights of all citizens are meant to be protected,
the legal system does not provide support to the LGBTQIA community in ways that are tailored to their
experiences. As a result, abuse and GBV in this community can go unreported under the pressure of the
prejudice survivors are likely to experience in coming forward.
Beyond the physical impacts of violence, survivors of GBV can experience further trauma even as they
are seeking help. Reports of unsympathetic first responders and medical professionals are not unheard
of, in Namibia and around the world.
The long term impacts are also concerning: research shows that women who experience GBV are less
likely to access educational and employment opportunities. Growing up in a household where violence
is prevalent is likely to have a negative effect on children’s psychosocial development, and on their own
future relationships.12 It is clear, therefore, GBV erodes the sense of social cohesion and stability needed
for a society to function. When the violation of human rights is so ubiquitous, the extent to which a country can be called ‘democratic’ is called into question, where democracy is understood to stem from the
protection of human rights for all citizens, regardless of gender or any other identifier.

Demystifying GBV
To understand the extent to which culture and society reinforce GBV, it is crucial to examine the differences between sex and gender. ‘Sex’ is a biological term that indicates whether a person is male or
female (or intersex) based on their physiology. ‘Gender’, on the other hand, is a term that refers to “socially constructed roles that shape the behaviours, activities, expectations and opportunities considered
appropriate in a particular socio-cultural context for all people … [and] also refers to the relationships
Bloom, 2008, “Violence Against Women and Girls: A Compendium of Monitoring and Evaluation Indicators
See UNFPA Strategy and Framework for Action to Address GBV, 2008-2011, p. 7
LGBTQIA is an inclusive term that refers to: “lesbian, gay, transgender, queer or questioning, intersex, asexual and
allied. It serves to include more people than terms like “the gay community” which is limiting in terms of the sexual
identities and orientations it encapsulates.
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between people, and the distribution of power in those relationships.”13 Gender refers to what is considered ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ and is therefore socially constructed, rather than something that is fixed.
Gender inequality comes from the different values that are placed on masculine and feminine qualities. Conservative gender norms often measure masculinity in terms of dominance and aggression.
Femininity, on the other hand, is often associated with emotions, compromise, and subservience. Men
and women who behave appropriately according to their gender are rewarded, which further perpetuates beliefs about gender. Those who step outside of these created boundaries - such as women who
are aggressive or men who express their emotions openly - are seen as ‘breaking the rules’ of gender.
Conservative gender norms which limit the socially acceptable behaviours of men and women play a
role in gender inequality by creating a power structure that rewards masculine behaviour and devalues
feminine behaviour. These gender norms have an impact not only on the gender landscape, but also
on the experience of the LGBTQIA community, as homosexuality and other non-conforming gender and
sexual identities are deliberately misunderstood to indicate some sort of ‘confusion’ in an individual. The
stereotype of gay men as overtly feminine and lesbian women as overtly masculine not only perpetuates
a misunderstanding of the link between biological sex and gender, but also serves to justify discrimination towards the LGBTQIA community for flouting ‘acceptable’ (i.e. conservative) gender norms.
These norms also validate aggression and violence from men by framing them as natural responses
rather than learned behaviour. As a result, GBV can come to be understood as something unavoidable,
that results from men’s natural proclivity towards violence.
Corporal punishment
Society’s broader understanding of violence must also be considered when trying to understand GBV.
When physical violence is understood to be a natural and acceptable occurrence, it has an impact on
how we respond to individual cases. This is especially important to understand when it comes to children.
Corporal punishment, or using physical force or beatings to punish, in schools and at home has also
been linked to GBV. In 1991, the Namibian Supreme court ruled that corporal punishment in schools was
unconstitutional. Despite this, many instances are still reported.
If children are taught from a young age that physical violence is an acceptable response to misbehavior, whether actual or perceived, they internalise this message and carry it forward into their adult lives.
Research by the Legal Assistance Center (LAC) shows that corporal punishment sends a message that
“violence is acceptable, particularly when it is used by a strong person against a weaker one.”14 Furthermore, children exposed to violence are more likely to use violence as adults.15
There is evidence that the perceived acceptability of violence does carry into adult life: in 2013, 22% of
men and 28% of women in Namibia believed that a husband hitting his wife was justified in one of the following situations: “if she burns the food, if she argues with him, if she goes out without telling him, if she
neglects the children, and if she refuses to have sexual intercourse with him.”16 While there is inadequate
research in Namibia to indicate a direct correlation between corporal punishment and GBV, there are
definite parallels between the two forms of physical violence. Both are justified by the belief that having
socially reinforced power entitles a person to use discipline on those without it, as well as the belief that
physical violence is an acceptable form of discipline.
Concerns about corporal punishment in Namibia are exacerbated by the country’s commitment to the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, whose committee states that “[a]ddressing the
widespread acceptance or tolerance of corporal punishment of children and eliminating it, in the family,
schools and other settings is not only an obligation of States parties under the Convention. It is also a
key strategy for reducing and preventing all forms of violence in societies.”17
Victim Blaming
Some of the factors that contribute to GBV and gender inequality are outlined above. While these are
important elements, the impact of society and culture is also felt in the ways in which people react to
GBV when it occurs. One of these reactions, and one that is common in cases of GBV, is victim blam13
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ing. Victim blaming takes place when the victim of the crime or violence is blamed, partially or wholly, for
the event. Perhaps the most common of examples can be seen in responses to survivors: questions like
“what were they wearing?” or “what part of town were they in?” or “why did they go there if they knew it
was dangerous?” often follow disclosures of sexual assault, which is a form of GBV. Questions like this
displace blame from the perpetrators of assault, and instead shift attention to the perceived mistakes
made by the survivors.
The implication of victim blaming is that violence is largely inevitable, and therefore the onus to expect
and prepare for it falls squarely on the shoulders of the survivor. This kind of thinking ties into ideas
of toxic masculinity, and especially emphasises (incorrect) ideas about the inherent sexuality of men.
Corresponding statements about men, including perpetrators of violence, are often framed around the
belief that “boys will be boys”, or “it’s hard for men to control themselves”. As noted earlier in this brief, a
culture of victim blaming contributes to the post-event trauma experienced by survivors whereby people
(including some of those meant to provide post-trauma services) buy into the belief that the violence they
experienced was somehow their fault.

Miniskirts Declared ‘Illegal’ In Namibia?
In February 2013, Police Inspector General Sebastian Ndeitunga was quoted in the media as warning Namibian women to refrain from wearing ‘revealing’ clothing in public, claiming that it amounted
to public indecency and indicated a departure from African cultural values of modesty.18 This came
shortly after 40 women were detained in Rundu, reportedly for public indecency. The women were
allegedly wearing hot pants that were deemed excessively revealing. Ndeitunga ultimately threatened to arrest others who were dressed similarly, and was quoted as saying:
“At least put on something, even if it’s short it should cover the essentials.
You can’t walk in town while people can see your buttocks.”
The implication of these comments is that women appearing ‘indecent’ in public could provoke unwanted advances, and contribute to already high levels of GBV in the country. They also reinforce
beliefs about women’s bodies as inherently sexual, meaning that exposing any part of it could be
interpreted as an invitation for sexual contact.
While there were many who agreed with this stance, Ndeitunga’s comment sparked a nation-wide
debate about rape culture i.e. the various ways in which society normalises sexual assault and
rape. Ndeitunga’s comments, it was argued, contributed to a larger societal belief that what women
wear can determine whether or not they experience sexual violence. An individual’s choice to sexually assault or rape was the result of the woman’s failure to appear ‘decent’.
Critics further pointed out that these comments were not about decency at all, as the standard of
decency was not being equally upheld. While young men regularly wore (and continue to wear)
pants that sag to the extent that their underwear was exposed, there was no similar outcry from
the police. The stringent public decency rules imposed on women, in this case and in others, is
an example of the way women are encouraged to carry the burden of protecting themselves from
violence.19 The alternative, targeting the perpetrators of violence and holding them accountable as
a society, is a much rarer occurrence.
Ndeitunga later challenged the media reports, saying that his comments were misinterpreted, and
that his concern was a flouting of ‘African values’ by all young people.20 However, the gendered
nature of the comments, combined with reports of women facing punishment for their appearance
shed light on a troubling double standard in the country.
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While there is strong evidence that the cultural factors explored above not only contribute to the prevalence of GBV, but also impede attempts to tackle it, there are still myths that serve to ‘explain away’ or
even justify GBV21. A non-exhaustive list of these societal myths - stories that obscure the true factors
behind GBV - is included below.
Myth

Fact

GBV only includes physical
abuse (hitting, punching
and pushing).

Physical abuse is just one form of violence. GBV can also manifest as
emotional, sexual, verbal, economic and psychological abuse

Women allow themselves to
be abused. They could leave
their partners if they really
wanted to.

Perpetrators use tactics of control and abuse that make it very difficult
for women to escape the violence.

Men and women suffer
equally from violence

The majority of those affected by GBV, particularly intimate partner
violence (IPV), are women and girls. Worldwide, almost half (47%) of
all female victims of homicide are killed by their intimate partners or
family members, compared to less than 6% of male homicide victims.

Domestic violence is a private Violence against women is a human rights violation, regardless of
whether it occurs in the family or in the public sphere.
family matter, in which the
state has no right to intervene.
How a man treats his partner
is a private matter.
A man cannot rape his wife

Rape is defined by an action and not by the identity of the perpetrator
or the survivor. Accordingly, any forced sexual intercourse is rape,
irrespective of whether the survivor is married to the perpetrator or
not. This statement is also grounded in international human rights law
definitions, which encompasses all forms of physical, sexual, psychological or economic violence against women.

Another much-touted myth refers to substance abuse as one of the main drivers of GBV. Namibia is
ranked 5th on the continent in terms of alcohol in terms of alcohol consumption in 2016, recording consumption intake of 9,6 litre per person aged 15 and above annually.22 However, while alcohol and drug
abuse may exacerbate and contribute to violence, it should not be misunderstood as the cause of violence. While alcohol and drug abuse are often present in domestic abuse situations, they do not always
account for incidences of violence. Not all perpetrators of violence use drugs or alcohol and not all who
abuse substances are violent.23 It is more illuminating to instead understand violence as not only an ‘acceptable’ coping mechanism for men in patriarchal societies, but also as a masculine norm i.e. something
that is considered natural for men. This deeper understanding of violence as a social norm provides a
more meaningful jumping off point for our collective interrogation into the root causes of GBV in this
country.
The myths explored above essentially reframe GBV as something reasonable, or at least understandable.
However GBV in any form, has no plausible justification. Given the number of myths and misconceptions
around gender and GBV, and the ways in which they are reinforced by the very way Namibian society is
organised, it is worth examining how Namibia has tackled such a pervasive phenomenon.

First line of defence: The National Plan of Action on GBV
The National Plan of Action on GBV (NPOA) 2012 – 2016 is currently still in effect, and a new Plan is set
to be introduced by the Ministry of Gender Equality Child Welfare (MGECW) before the end of 2018. The
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plan essentially outlines Namibia’s coordinated plan to challenge the prevalence of GBV in the country.
It is organised under four major outcomes: reduced GBV as a result of prevention initiatives; improved
services for survivors; an increased understanding of GBV in Namibia and; more efficient interventions
as a result of improved coordination and monitoring. The framework for the NPOA shows how it is
integrated and connected to NDP3 and Vision 2030, which sets out the goal to create a “fair, gender
responsive, caring and committed nation, in which all citizens are able to realise their full potential, in a
safe and decent living environment.”24
The NPOA takes a multi-sectoral, multi-levelled approach and has action points for almost every Ministry
and for many other Offices and Agencies (including but not limited to the Council of Churches, the Council of Traditional Leaders, NGOs, and the Media Ombudsman). Although coordination, monitoring and
evaluation of the Plan are ultimately the responsibilities of the MGECW, it is advocated by the MGECW
that the NPOA belongs to everyone and therefore implementation is the responsibility of all stakeholders
across all sectors (government, non-government and private).
Successful GBV prevention and response service requires strong coordination from across multiple
sectors. One key response service are the GBV Protection Units envisioned as a one-stop and survivorfriendly service centre for survivors of GBV. The idea is that a survivor of GBV can enter a GBV Unit
where they will find: a specially-trained police officer to take statements and investigate the case; a medical doctor to treat any injuries and collect any forensic evidence; and a social worker to provide counselling. In practice however most Units do not function this way. Some Units are co-located with police, or
health services (e.g the GBV Unit in Windhoek is located on the Hospital premises) but most operate with
service providers working in isolation but collaboratively.
GBV Protection Units are to be staffed by people with specialised training to assist victims of GBV while
actively avoiding many of the traumatic experiences victims can experience while reporting an assault,
including victim blaming, dismissal, and insensitive information-collecting.
The outgoing NPOA, spanning 2012 to 2016, is a comprehensive document but fails to set out manageable priorities and measurable targets.25 Although the NPOA describes specific activities (all of which
are important) very few have been successfully implemented during the extended life of the Plan. It is
no secret amongst stakeholders and civil society that the response system has to date not met basic
service requirements in order to ensure that the dignity and rights of survivors are protected and upheld.
In order for the NPOA 2019-2023 to have a chance at success, it will need to be prioritised, realistically
resourced (with space for fundraising activities), and stakeholders and lead agencies will have to be held
accountable. While the NPOA on GBV remains the main coordinating document in Namibia’s approach
to GBV, legal instruments both present and future need to be drafted (and amended) in ways that are
cognisant of both the gender realities in Namibia and the proposed goals of the NPOA.

What do the laws say?
International Law
There are numerous international agreements concerning gender equality (and many other important issues) to which Namibia is a signatory. However, the mechanisms of international law are not as straightforward as they may appear. Article 144 of the Namibia Constitution26 - International Law - is very clear
on the authoritative weight of international law:
“ Unless otherwise provided in this Constitution or Act of Parliament, the general rules of
public international law and international agreements binding upon Namibia under this
Constitution shall form part of the law of Namibia.”
In effect, this means that international laws that cover issues not included in the Constitution or an Act are
legally binding. As Namibia has voluntarily made these commitments, it now has the duty to honor them.
Below are just some of the commitments Namibia has made under international law.
24
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i. UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)
The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) was ratified
by the UN in 1979 and became an international treaty in 1981 after 20 countries ratified it.27 In 1992, Namibia ratified CEDAW without any reservations28, meaning that it agreed to all the terms of the agreement
in full. Article 2 of the convention “condemn[s] discrimination against women in all its forms” and requires
State Parties to actively work to end discrimination against women, and “to take all appropriate measures, including legislation, to modify or abolish existing laws, regulations, customs and practices which
constitute discrimination against women.” CEDAW’s requirements also acknowledge the role of gender
norms and prejudices in creating a culture where gender discrimination (including GBV) is prevalent. The
convention requires signatories to commit to “achieving the elimination of prejudices and customary and
all other practices which are based on the idea of inferiority or the superiority of either of the sexes or on
stereotyped roles for men and women”.
ii. The UN Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women
This declaration builds on the more general commitment to human rights covered in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights29, which outlines every person’s right to equal protection against violence, and
affirms that violence against women constitutes a violation of the rights and fundamental freedoms of
women.30
iii. The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
This convention requires States Parties to protect children from all forms of violence, maltreatment or
exploitation, including sexual abuse.31
iv. The SADC Protocol on Gender and Development
The SADC Protocol on Gender and Development requires member states to enact and enforce legislation prohibiting all forms of GBV, to ensure that perpetrators are brought to justice and to implement
educational policies and programmes addressing GBV.32 The protocol defines GBV as “all acts perpetrated against women, men, boys and girls on the basis of their sex which causes or could cause them
physical, sexual, psychological, emotional or economic harm, including the threat to take such acts, or to
undertake the imposition of arbitrary restrictions on or deprivation of fundamental freedoms in private or
public life in peace time and during situations of armed or other forms of conflict”.
While there are numerous international legal instruments that Namibia is signatory to, their enforceability
is questionable because United Nations, while mandated to sanction the international community, rarely
does so in cases of gender discrimination. There are, however, legal requirements that Namibia itself has
committed to upholding. Parliament (i.e. the National Assembly and the National Council) is responsible
for drafting laws that will benefit the people of the country. The following are some of the laws that explicitly refer to gender discrimination in Namibia.

Namibian Laws
Namibian Constitution
The Namibian Constitution is the fundamental law of the country, and everyone in Namibia must comply
with its provisions, including those which prohibit discrimination based on gender. Article 10, “Equality
and Freedom from Discrimination”, states: “No persons may be discriminated against on the grounds of
sex.” Article 14 further states that men and women are entitled to equal rights in marriage.
The Married Persons Equality Act of 199633
The Married Persons Equality Act of 1996 abolished the former common law rule that a husband has
marital power over his wife’s person and property. The passing of the act means that a husband’s legal
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position is no longer automatically the “head of the family”.
The Combating of Rape Act of 200034
The Combating of Rape Act of 2000 defines rape, outlines the procedures in a rape case, and details the
responsibilities of prosecutors and police officers in rape cases. It defines rape as “an intentional act in
which the perpetrator commits a sexual act under coercive circumstances”, which could include verbal
threats. The act also touches on the issue of consent, as makes clear that an intentional sexual act with
“a person who intoxicated, asleep, or otherwise unable to communicate constitutes rape”.
Some particularly positive aspects of the act are that it makes provision for rape within marriages and
established relationships, and also states that a person can bring a rape charge to court at any time
regardless of how much time has elapsed. In this way, the act takes into account not only (incorrect)
stereotypes about how and where rape can occur, but also the social barriers that can prevent victims
from reporting their experiences for years. The wellbeing of the victim is further protected by provisions
that aim to minimise the potential negative impact of the trial, and consider the risk to the victim if the
accused were released on bail.
The Maintenance Act of 200335
The Maintenance Act of 2003 replaces the Maintenance Act of 1963, and in many ways reflects the
evolution of the Namibian gender landscape. The act regulates circumstances under which one person
is responsible for maintaining another. It could apply between spouses, between a parent and a child, or
(less frequently) between a child and a parent.
While the Maintenance Act is technically gender neutral, the reality in Namibia is that the majority of
maintenance cases involve mothers claiming maintenance for their children, from the children’s father.36
As such, it is important that the act take into account some of the gender dynamics at play in a parental
relationship. For example, the act outlines the punishments for intimidation of a person seeking maintenance, which gives women extra protection from domestic abuse and other forms of violence when they
make maintenance claims.
The Combating of Domestic Violence Act of 200337
The Combating of Domestic Violence Act of 2003 defines domestic violence within a domestic relationship to include: physical abuse, sexual abuse, economic abuse, intimidation, harassment, entering a
residence without consent, emotional abuse, verbal abuse, psychological abuse, and threats to do any
of the above. According to the act, any person in a domestic relationship can apply for a protection order,
and it will be granted providing that the court decides there is sufficient evidence that domestic violence
is being committed.
The act defines a domestic relationship as - a relationship in which two people are married, living together in a marital nature though not married (and are of the opposite sex), share a child, or are in an actual
or perceived intimate or romantic relationship. A couple is also still considered a “domestic relationship”
for one year after the relationship ends. While this encompasses many different realities in Namibia,
and allows those experiencing violence despite the official end of a relationship to access the necessary
resources, it is notable that people in same sex couples do not fall under the umbrella of a domestic
partnership, leaving them vulnerable to domestic violence.
Child Care and Protection Act 201538
The Child Care and Protection Act of 2015 replaced the very outdated Children’s Act 33 of 1960. Research around child safety conducted by Unicef in 2016 has shown that, in Namibia, 31.5% of girls between 15 and 19 have experienced some form of violence since the age of 15. When it comes to sexual
abuse, 20% of learners reported experiencing forced sexual intercourse, and one quarter of learners
between 10 and 14 reported experiencing at least one form of sexual violence.39
In the face of these and other statistics, the act was updated to support many of the existing international
conventions around the rights of children, and outlines the protection all children in Namibia are entitled
34
35
36
37
38
39
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to from violence, exploitation, abuse and trafficking. The act therefore includes protections for children
against corporal punishment, sexual violence and child labour. While the new act succeeds at replacing
a colonial law that was previously imposed on Namibia, there are notable gaps and weaknesses that are
cause for concern.
Given the pervasiveness of the internet and online communication, and the ways in in which children
have greater online access than ever before, the issue of child safety in online spaces in one that needs
urgent attention. In the same Unicef research briefing, “68% of respondents reported having seen sexual
content they did not wish to see, while 31% had been sent sexually explicit images of people they didn’t
know, and 29% had seen sexual content including children.”40
As part of the state’s commitment to child safety, therefore, it is crucial that future legislation takes a
proactive stance to the potential for sexual exploitation in online spaces.

The National Gender Policy 2010 - 2020
In the Namibian context, the National Gender Policy (NGP) 2010-2020 refers to GBV as “all forms of
violence that happen to women, girls, men and boys because of the unequal power relations between
them.” It further notes that “[c]auses of gender-based violence include customs, traditions and beliefs,
illiteracy and limited education, unequal power relations, and the low status of women”.41
The NGP also identifies rape and domestic violence as the two most common forms of GBV in Namibia,
and sustains the international acknowledgement of women’s disproportionate experience of violence.

What needs to change first?
The economic climate in Namibia is not one that is flexible to new expenditures, as a combination of low
economic growth and low expected revenue puts pressure on the state to address the nation’s demands
with limited resources.42 As a result, the most efficient response is more likely to involve revising existing
policies and resource distribution, rather than attempting to implement completely new responses.
Outlined below are some suggested changes that, if implemented, could have a significant positive
impact on Namibia’s GBV response. While this is list is in no way exhaustive, these suggestions are
understood to be some of the most urgent priorities.
Improve the Protection Order System
● Shortening the servicing time of protection orders and related documents would ensure that victims
are able to rely on official and lawful protection sooner, which is crucial especially in situations where
danger is immediate. Suggested servicing times are within 48 hours for interim orders, and within 30
days for the conversion of interim orders into final protection orders.
● E
 nsuring proactive police protection after the protection order is issued, and the effective follow up of
complainant’s safety if the final order is not pursued are necessary to ensure that protection orders are
effective, and are considered a real resource by victims.
Amend the Maintenance Act
● S
 trengthening timely compliance with maintenance orders would help to reduce financial dependency
on dangerous and unhealthy relationships.
Institute Compulsory Counselling
● Both the Combating Rape and Combating Domestic Violence Acts could be amended to institute compulsory counselling for those served with protection orders and subjects (perpetrators) of GBV cases
(including those that have been withdrawn). Doing so would constitute a commitment to engaging with
perpetrators, and take a step towards better understanding the societal norms that contribute to GBV.
40
41
42
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Amend the Divorce Act
● Amending the Divorce Act to ease the conditions for divorce would reduce the number of people
trapped in dangerous marriages.43 Currently, divorce law in the country requires the spouse requesting
the divorce to prove wrongdoing on the part of their partner. Putting the burden of proof on the person
requesting the divorce, as well as the complexity and financial cost of current divorce proceedings,
makes this legal solution inaccessible to many people, including those in abusive marriages. A draft
bill by the Law Reform and Development Commission (LRDC) in 2004 suggests detailed amendments
to make divorce law more accessible and effective44, but has yet to move forward.
Improve legislation on online safety
● The Electronic Transactions and Cybercrime Bill45 (which has not moved in two years) would be the
optimal piece of legislation to deal with the potential for violence and exploitation in online spaces. At
present, as outlined above, there is a massive legal gap in terms of protecting children from online
sexual abuse and exploitation.
Other improvements to legislation
● Instituting a law against coercive compensation would help to prevent perpetrators or anyone else
from intimidating complainants into withdrawing cases
● Developing a law to prohibit stalking is necessary, as it is not adequately catered for by existing criminal legislation.

Landmark moments across the years
In the context of the commitments the Namibian government has made, it is necessary to look at some
of the landmark moments in the fight against gender inequality.

1990

1995
2000
2005
2010
2015
43

44

45

1990: Independence and accession to the African Union
1992: Namibia ratifies CEDAW
1993: Namibia commits to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
1993: The first Women and Child Protective Units (WCPUs, now called GBV Protection
Units) are opened
1994: Namibia ratifies the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Political
Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights

1996: Married Persons Equality Act of 1996
1997: First National Gender Policy

2000: Establishment of Ministry of Gender Equality and Child Welfare
2000: Combating of Rape Act of 2000
2003: Combating of Domestic Violence Act of 2003
2003: Maintenance Act of 2003

2010: National Gender Policy (2010 - 2020)
2012: National Plan of Action on GBV (2012 - 2016)
2014: Cabinet approves National Coordination Mechanism for the implementation of
National Gender Policy 2010 - 2020
2015: Child Care and Protection Bill amended and passed (but not yet enforced)

The Namibian, “Trapped in Marriage?” (opinion piece), https://www.namibian.com.na/index.php?id=116287&page=archive-read
Law Reform and Development Commission, “Report on Divorce”, 2004, https://namiblii.org/system/files/other/report-divorce/lrdc-13-report-divorce.compressed.pdf
Electronic and Cybercrime Bill, 2016, http://www.mict.gov.na/documents/32978/0/Latest+Copy+of+the+ETC+Bill+%281%29.pdf/0a64ae18-b008-4bab-b86a-ed6adc244d25
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The timeline above allows us to visualise the focus on gender equality in Namibia. The first decade and
a half of independence was marked by a flurry of ratifications and laws that address gender. These were
made even more meaningful as they overruled many of the apartheid laws which specifically marginalised women, and black women in particular.

GBV: policies vs the implementation landscape
It is clear that, while amendments are needed, Namibia’s legal framework and commitments gives the
government a strong foundation to combat violence against women in general, and GBV in particular.
However, the effectiveness of these laws can be weakened by uneven implementation. In Namibia, the
executive branch of government is responsible for implementing laws that are passed by the legislative branch. This means that individual ministries bring laws into effect. The Ministry of Gender Equality
and Child Welfare (MGECW) is the lead agency when it comes to gender and GBV issues, but other
ministries have key and clear responsibilities. The Ministry of Health and Social Services (MoHSS), for
example, provides social workers to GBV Units. The Ministry of Safety and Security (MSS) is responsible
for policing in the country. This includes providing protection orders in cases of domestic violence, and
running GBV units.
What is important to note is that MGECW is not the only ministry with key responsibilities when it comes
to implementing the policies designed to combat gender inequality. In the past, the expectation seems to
have been that ‘the gender ministry will deal with gender inequality’. However, the reality is that gender
inequality is multi-faceted and manifests in every sphere of social life. As a result, a collective effort is
needed to address it. In much the same way that feminism is no longer seen as a women’s movement,
gender equality is something that is being reimagined as a society-wide priority that must be universally
and actively taken up.
Besides unclear mandates and an overwhelming reliance on MGECW, there are other blockages or bottlenecks in the various systems set up to tackle gender inequality. Many of these have been identified
multiple times over many years by different stakeholders. The NPOA 2012-2016, for example, is not the
first collaboratively produced national document that has a) outlined urgently needed interventions in GBV
prevention and response policies, and b) has not resulted in meaningful change. The 2007 and 2014 national conferences on gender-based violence (hosted by the Office of the Prime Minister) were large-scale
events that generated very specific proposals to improve prevention and response mechanisms.
One recommendation was that the Ministry of Information, Communication and Technology (MICT) facilitate the establishment of a National GBV Helpline. This action, in cooperation with other government
agencies (e.g. MGECW, MoHSS and NAMPOL) would supplement the work of LifeLine/ChildLine, on
organisation that currently runs a GBV hotline without any support from government. Another intervention was the establishment of special GBV family courts staffed with specialised prosecutors.46 Similarly,
in 2014 Cabinet issued a list of 13 key recommendations. Publications that advocate an improved approach to GBV abound in Namibia.
When it comes to implementation, however, there seems to be a significant disconnect. For the purposes
of this paper, some of the bottlenecks in most urgent need of attention are outlined below.
A lack of data
Reliable and up-to-date data is a key starting point for both the development of new strategies, and the assessment of existing practices in GBV prevention and response policies. Despite this, there is no national
GBV database. This, as noted in many key documents and on many platforms, is a pressing concern.47
Basic data from GBV cases - that is disaggregated by age, type of offence and relationship between
perpetrator and victim - is needed. This information should be collected by the first responders - police
at all stations and at the GBV Protection Units, but also by health workers at all health facilities - and fed
into a national database where it can be analysed and disseminated. The lack of a coordinated data collection system means that data is collected haphazardly, and is not always comparable due to different
collection methods.
46

47
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As such, it has been recommended that data collecting systems that collect the most basic data be set
up at all key service points that do not already collect information, and then be fed into a national database. This database would allow GBV interventions to be effectively planned and assessed. However,
managing such a database would be a significant undertaking. As such, careful consideration about the
capabilities of various state institutions is needed before the government issues an official mandate.
Financing
While planning and implementing GBV interventions has been is likely to be a costly undertaking, the
argument has been made that the human and economic cost of GBV is “too high to ignore”.48 Despite this
argument, the only mentions of GBV in the official budgets of the executive branch remain limited, besides MGECW. Ministries that mentioned GBV in Medium Term Expenditure Framework (MTEF)49 only
included Ministry of Education, Arts and Culture (doing educational programs creating safer school environments), Ministry of Health and Social Services (planning activities under family welfare programme)
and the Office of the Judiciary (commitment to improve services to vulnerable witnesses through provision of witness friendly courts).
Despite being included in the NPOA 2012 - 2016, there is still a need for a specific and detailed allocation in the national budget for GBV Protection Units, with a note that designates MoSS and the Ministry
of Finance (MoF) as lead agencies.
No strong leadership carrying the GBV agenda forward
As implied by the bottlenecks outlined above, Namibia has a long way to go in terms of achieving meaningful change. As mentioned, a robust system that ensures that perpetrators are held responsible is an
important first step. But the question of leadership is one that comes up time and time again.
MGECW chairs the GBV and Human Rights Cluster, (which is part of the coordination mechanism of the
National Gender Policy 2010 – 2020), and is mandated to implement the NPOA. Its role is to coordinate,
monitor and evaluate the implementation process, however in practice MGECW has little ability to truly
hold other ministries, agencies and offices accountable in ways that will ensure action.

GBV and gender-awareness in Namibia: who leads the charge?
The level of public awareness around gender inequality at large cannot be underestimated as a factor in
its pervasiveness. Public awareness goes hand in hand with the public’s perception of the gender landscape, which in itself reinforces public awareness. Actions, in turn, are partly influenced by perception.
Publicising new approaches to GBV and gender equality is therefore a necessary step on the road to
meaningful change. The question therefore becomes, where are efforts to raise awareness most effective, and who is responsible for leading the charge in those spaces?
It would be incorrect to assume that the main impact of perceptions can be found on a societal or structural level. While it is obviously important to understand the structures that maintain gender inequality,
interactions on a micro level are as important to consider. Wherever people interact, gender dynamics
are in play. And depending on the space those people occupy, those gender dynamics can have a significant impact on society at large. There are many voices speaking out against GBV, including those of
survivors, activists, government institutions, educational spaces and the media. This paper examines the
potential impact of some of these avenues.
Government: far from gender-neutral
One example of a space that can have a significant impact on the public’s perception is the government.
In Namibia, this term can be understood to cover the executive, the legislature and the judiciary. The
people who constitute these state institutions are not immune to societal norms and values, and in many
cases play a role in their promotion.
Considering that Namibia ascribes to various international and national legal instruments related to women’s
rights and preventing gender based violence, it would be reasonable to assume that the government structures responsible for prioritising and implementing these instruments share a similar sense of gender sensi48
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tivity, and apply the principles in those instruments to their internal workings. However, this is not always the
case, and could explain some of the disconnect between gender policies and their implementation.
The public sphere is an important expression of the gender realities of the country. While gender-based
violence may not be a public occurence in government, it is undeniable that there is a sense of gender
discrimination in government spaces. One obvious example is the lack of participation by women MPs in
Parliament, despite the recent significant improvement in terms of representation.50 Even when women
are in positions of power, as in this case, it is not guaranteed that they will have access to similar levels
of participation.
While internal party politics certainly influence the level of participation from women MPs, this lack of
engagement implicitly reinforces certain societal norms about gender roles and norms. Women in positions of power, while ostensibly able to access new spaces, are not in and of themselves transformative.
However, the expectation on women in power to lead the charge on gender equality stands in direct
opposition to a crucial reality about challenging gender discrimination: it must be a priority for every
member of society. While the impetus for change should ideally come from all with political power, the
reality is that the burden of championing gender equality is more often than not deemed a ‘woman’s job’.
There is currently a lack of recent data that sheds light on the gender dynamics within government
institutions. However, it cannot be inferred that gender inequality is not a concern. In 2016, the Inter-parliamentary Union (IPU) issued a brief titled “Sexism, harassment and violence against women
parliamentarians”51 which examined the experiences of women parliamentarians from governments
around the world to identify some of the most common forms of gender discrimination they experienced.

Sexism, harassment and violence against women parliamentarians
The IPU study was based on the experiences of 55 women parliamentarians from 39 countries
spread over five regions of the world: 18 in Africa, 15 in Europe, 10 in Asia-Pacific, 8 in the Americas and 4 in Arab countries. They represented all age groups and most belong to a political party:
58 per cent from ruling parties and 42 per cent from opposition parties.
The brief investigates some of the effects of increased gender parity in parliaments, especially in
cases where the increased presence of women is seen as a negative disruption to the status quo.
In such cases, women in parliament are met by a variety of responses, ranging from having their
legitimacy undermined to blatant sexism. In the context of a ‘traditional’ (i.e. male-dominated) parliament, these responses are often framed as a normal part of parliament culture, and ultimately
serve to discourage women from actively participating in politics.
The results of the study paint a bleak picture: 80% of respondents reported experiencing some
form of psychological violence, including sexual or sexist comments, sexist and sexualised representations inside and outside of parliament, and threats of physical and sexual violence. These experiences are direct violations of international human rights, including the right to freely and safely
participate in political processes. The study also revealed a lack of structures and mechanisms to
respond to these events in a way that metes out justice for victims and perpetrators alike.

What is clear is that governments are not immune to gender discrimination, and therefore have a responsibility to acknowledge and challenge their inherent gender inequality, not only as people who have
the power to transform society, but also (in the case of elected officials) because they are duty-bound to
serve all citizens. While this process may be uncomfortable, it should also be public in order to demonstrate an active commitment to gender equality, which in turn gives gender policies more legitimacy; it is
hard for constituents to accept and embrace policies on gender equality when the government itself does
not demonstrate that commitment.
The media: perception vs action
Part of examining people’s interpretation of gender dynamics requires an examination of how GBV is
50
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represented to the public. The media - newspapers, radio and television - all play a role in shaping how
gender and GBV in Namibia are understood.
Intimate partner femicide (IPF) in this country is often referred to as ‘passion killing’, supposedly to capture the fact that a woman was murdered by her partner in a crime of passion. While this language is
presented as normal, it serves to frame IPF as something motivated by volatile emotions on a case-bycase basis. In doing so, this language occludes the societal aspects and toxic masculinity that informs
these crimes.
“We need to understand that there is no ‘passion’ in killing. The only passion is within a person,
their power and ego. The other person is just brutally humiliated, disrespected and killed.”52
Analysis of GBV media coverage from April 2017 to April 2018 by the Namibia Media Monitoring Agency
(NaMedia)53 reflect thats “abuse and domestic violence appeared at least 26% of the time throughout
print and broadcast media in Namibia”. Furthermore it showed that GBV received more media coverage
compared to issues such as child marriages54, poaching and cyber-crime. The analysis concludes that
in the period studied, the results indicate that coverage of GBV cases in Namibia has increased with the
Namibian newspaper covering 29% of GBV news. The results are, however, complicated by the fact that
two newspapers - The Namibian and Namibian Sun - recorded ‘passion killings’, ‘domestic violence’ and
‘domestic violence’ is separate categories.
Graph
1: Coverage on Gender Based Violence: April 2017 - April 2018
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The analysis from NaMedia paints a picture of overall news coverage, but does not give insight into the
framing of this coverage i.e. what values and norms may have informed reporting. The media, far from
being an objective overview of events, should strive to both inform and empower the public. This means
(among other things) presenting GBV in the context of an overwhelmingly patriarchal society, respecting
the needs of victims, and giving consumers a clear idea of the accountability structures in place.
The Namibian media landscape is guided by a self-regulating Code of Ethics that outlines the ethical
principles for both print and broadcast media. The preamble of the code of ethics for Namibian media
stresses that “the Code is the cornerstone of the system of self-regulation to which the industry has made
a binding commitment. Editors, publishers and broadcasters must ensure that the Code is observed
rigorously not only by their staff but also anyone who contributes to their publications or broadcasts.”55.
Unfortunately, there is no data that examines the relationship between coverage and depictions of gender-based violence and public perceptions about the issue. Similarly, there is no Namibian research that
examines the impact of the media on gender norms. As a result, while it can be assumed that higher
incidences of GBV see an increase in media coverage, there is no statistical evidence that points to a
causal relationship. Further, it is not clear if media reporting has a significant impact on attitudes towards
gender norms, or on the public’s awareness of the existing policies and resources dedicated to GBV.
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Conclusions
The overall finding of this brief is that there is no simple approach to GBV, and that some of the implementation problems we face today are a result of not taking into account the many complexities around
gender in general, and gender-based violence particularly. Policies made without a full picture of reality
are unlikely to have the intended impact and, given the government’s current financial restrictions, the
most logical and just approach is one that takes this fact into account. This makes the importance of upto-date and disaggregated data even more crucial.
As noted by several stakeholders over the years, a meaningful response to GBV does not necessarily
require that we ‘reinvent the wheel’. Ideal world situations are unlikely to take hold as they tend to be
unrealistic. What is needed is an honest assessment, both of the resources available and of past limitations and failures. Only then (and with active and consistent collaboration) can actions be assigned in a
way that works.
Many of the structures needed are already in place, but are not efficiently utilised. However, it will mean
that the status quo that currently dictates the current gender landscape will need to be actively challenged, including by those who benefit from it. This applies, not only within parliament, but in every
sphere in society as gender discrimination is not limited to one arena. For those who benefit from the
current gender landscape - cisgender heterosexual men who display ‘typical’ male characteristics - this is
likely to be a challenge, especially as empathy is not always prioritised when boys and young men grow
up. Having difficult conversations about gender, creating platforms for survivors to speak safely, and
normalising conversations about gender equality are all important steps that need to be taken. Policies
and amendments aside, guaranteeing the human rights of every Namibian requires that we humanise
the conversation about GBV and those most vulnerable to it.
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